SATIRE 4 
The Emperor’s Fish 


Herc is Crispinus again (indeed I shall often be bringing him 

onto the stage), a monster of vice without a redeeming 

virtue, a sickly fop, though strong enough when it comes 

to lechery; only the unmarried are spared his lewd attentions. 

What matter, therefore, the length of the colonnades where he 
wearies 

his mules, the size of the shady groves in which he is driven, 

the number of mansions he owns, or his acres close to the 
Forum? 

A villain is never happy, least of all a seducer 

(polluted at that) with whom a Vestal recently slept, 

thus dooming herself to be entombed with her heart still 
beating. 10 


Now to less serious matters. (But ifanyonc else had done 

what I’m going to relate, he would have been condemned by the 
censor. 

An act which would have disgraced X or Y was in order 

for Crispinus. What can you do when the person himselfis 
appalling 

and more repulsive than any charge?) He purchased a mullet 

for six thousand—in fact exactly a thousand a pound, 

as those who go in for fishing stories would probably put it. 

I'd happily praise his clever move, had he used the present 

to grab the most favoured place in the will of a childless dotard, 

or (a better ploy) had given it all to a high-born mistress 20 

who rode in a cavernous litter with screens on its picture 
windows. 

Nothing like that; he bought it for himself. We see things done 
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which the modest and frugal Apicius balked at. Did you, 
Crispinus, 

you who once wore a loincloth made of your native papyrus, 

pay that moncy for scales? The fisherman might have been 
purchased 

ata smaller price than the fish. For that, a sizeable holding 

may be had in the provinces; yes, and a larger still in Apulia. 

Just imagine what banquets then were guzzled by his Highness, 

the emperor himself, when so many thousands (the merest 
fraction, 

no more than a side-dish of one of his ordinary dinners) 30 

were belched up by the purple-clad clown of the royal palace. 

Now heis chief of the knights, but he used to shout as he peddled 

his fellow townsmen, Alexandrian fish, from a damaged cargo. 


Begin, Calliope—and do sit down, it isn’t a matter 
for singing; the theme is a truc event; recountit, ye maidens 
of Picria—and may I win some credit for calling you maidens. 
In the days when the last of the Flavian line was tearing to pieces 
a half-dead world, and Rome was slave to a bald-hceaded Nero, 
off the temple of Venus, which stands above Doric Ancona, 
an Adriatic turbot of wonderful size was caught. 40 
Itstuck there, filling the bag of the net, no smaller than those 
which the ice of Macotis covers and then, when broken at last 
by the sun, releases to be swept to the mouth of the Pontic flood, 
torpid with sloth and fattened by the long cold of the winter. 
‘The owner of the boat and net resolved to present the monster 
to the highest priest. For who would dare to put on display 
or buy sucha fish, when the shores were filled with crowds of 
informers? 
The public inspectors of seaweed, scattered over the shore, 
would at once have brought an action against the ill-clad 
boatman, 
quite prepared to assert that this was a runaway turbot so 
which had long been fattened in Caesar's fish-pond; having 
esca] 
from there, it should by rights be returned to its former owner. 
If we accept Palfurius’ view or Armillatus’, 
every rare and beautiful creature within the ocean, 


Satire 4 


wherever it swims, is the emperor’s property. So, to prevent it 

going to waste, it will be presented. The deadly autumn 

was yielding to frost, patients were hoping for quartan fevers, 

and the catch was keeping fresh in the howling blasts of winter. 

But the man sped on, as though pursued by a southerly breeze. 

When he reached a point above the lakes, where the ruins of 
Alba 

preserve the Trojan flame and worship a smaller Vesta, 

his entry was blocked fora little while by a gaping crowd. 

‘Then a path was cleared, and the gates swung open on easy 
hinges. 

The senators, still shut out, beheld the morsel’s admission. 

Ushered into Atreides’ presence, the Picene spoke: 

“Accepta gift too great for a commoner’s oven; let this 

bea holiday; come, expand your tummy with an excellent feed, 

and cat a turbot preserved to adorn your glorious epoch. 

He wished to be caught!’ Could anything have been more 
blatant? No matter; 

his comb began to rise. When power which is virtually equal 

to that of the gods is flattered, there's nothing it can’t believe. 


However, no dish of the requisite size could be found for the 
turbot. 

So the privy council was summoned. He hated them all, and 
their faces 


carried the pallor that goes with a great and sickening friendship. 


‘Quickly,’ shouted Liburnus, ‘he has taken his seat already!” 

Snatching up his cloak, Pegasus headed the scramble, 

recently installed as bailiff over the terrified city. 

(Well, what else were the prefects then? The best and most 
honest 


jurist among them, Pegasus, vainly held that in spite of 

the terrible times every case should be handled by Justice 

without her sword.) Then came the aged agreeable Crispus, 

agentlesoul, whose style of speaking closely reflected 

his character. None would have given more useful advice toa 
monarch 

ruling nations by land and sea, had he been able 

under that plague, that disaster, to offer, honest proposals 
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and to combat cruelty. But what more vicious than the ear ofa 
tyrant 

on whose caprice depended the life ofa friend who was meaning 

simply to chat about the rain, or the heat, or the showery spring? 

In consequence, Crispus never struck out against the current; 

nor was he ever that noble type of Roman subject 

who could freely state his opinions and risk his life for the truth. 

Thus he survived for eighty winters and as many summers, 

protected by that armour, even in sucha court. 

Next in the rush came Acilius, a man of similar age, 

with his son, who little deserved the cruel and premature death 

which lay in store to be dealt by the sword of his master. (For 
long, though, 

the combination of age and birth has seemed like a portent. 

Better to be little brother to a towering son of the soil.) 

It did the unfortunate man no good to strip like a hunter, 

and, standing close, to spear Numidian bears in the Alban 

arena. Nowadays everyone's wise to the ploys attempted 

by the aristocracy. No one’s impressed by the ancient cunning 

of Brutus; it is casy to fool a king with an old-world beard. 


Next, looking just as ghastly in spite of his humble background, 

came Rubrius, charged with an carlicr crime which must not be 
mentioned, 

and yet with all the nerve of a sodomite writing satire. 

Montanus (the Stomach) also arrived, slowed down by his belly; 

then Crispinus, reeking with perfumdapplied that morning, 

more overpowering than a pair of fun ; also Pompcius, 

acrueller man, who could slit a throat with the softest whisper; 

and Fuscus who then was studying war in his Tuscan villa, 

saving his flesh to provide a feast for the Dacian vultures. 

The prudent Veiento came, along with the deadly Catullus, 

who burned with passionate love for a girl he had never seen— 

a major, remarkable freak even in times like our own. 

He should have been one of the beggars who blow obscquious 
kisses 

as they throng the wheels of carriages jolting down to Aricia. 

Noone was more amazed at the turbot. Facing left, 

he was voluble in its praise. The creature, however, was lying 
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on his right. So too he would cheer with gusto at the cut and 
thrust 
of Cilix, and at the contraption that whisks boys up to the 
awning. 
Vciento rose to the challenge, and, like a priest of Bellona 
goaded to frenzy, broke into prophecy: “There,” he intoned, 
“you havea gigantic omen of great and glorious victory. 
You will take some monarch prisoner; or else Arviragus will 
tumble 
from the pole ofa British chariot. Like him, the creature is 
foreign; 
look at the spikes that march up his spine!” The only omission 
on Fabricius’ part was to give the turbot’s age and birthplace. 


“So what do you recommend? Cut him in pieces?” 130 
“Ah spare him 

that indignity!” pleaded Montanus, ‘Make him a platter 

fit to encircle his massive bulk with its thin defences— 

a dish that calls for a mighty Prometheus to burst on the scene. 

Makc haste, bring hither clay and wheel. From this day forward, 

Caesar, I pray you have potters on hand within your 

headquarters!” 

The motion was carried; it suited a man who had been familiar 

with the old imperial court’s extravagance—Nero carousing 

at midnight, the second hunger that grew as Falernian heated 

the lungs. Within my lifetime, none has had greater skill 

in the art of eating. He knew from the very first bite ofan oyster 140 

whether it hailed from Circeii, or the rocks of the Lucrine Lake, 

or whether it saw the light in a bed at Richborough, England. 

He could also tell at a glance what shore a sea-urchin came from. 


The council ended. The members rose, and were duly 
dismissed— 

men whom the mighty leader had dragged to his Alban fortress, 

all in a state of terror, commanded to hurry as though 

they were going to hear a dispatch concerning the savage 
Sygambri, 

or the Chatti, perhaps; as though from distant parts of the world 

disastrous news had just come in on the wings of panic. 
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Yes, and how much better, had he spent on these silly 
amusements 

all those savage years when he plundered Rome ofher noblest 

and most distinguished souls with none to avenge or punish! 

But though he could stain his hands with the Lamiae’s blood, 
when he started 

to arouse the workers’ fears, from that point on he was doomed. 


150 


